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Abstract 
In July 2006 ‘welfare-to-work’ policies were introduced for single parents in Australia. These 
policies require most single parents with school aged children to be employed or seeking 
employment of 15-25 hours per week in return for their income support payment. The changes 
represented a sharp increase in the obligations applying to single parents on income support. This 
paper is concerned with how the well-being of single mothers who are combining income 
support and paid employment is being influenced by these stepped up activity requirements. The 
paper draws on data from semi-structured interviews with 21 Brisbane single mothers. The 
analysis explores participants’ experiences in the new policy environment utilizing the 
theoretical framework of ‘relational autonomy’. Relational approaches to autonomy emphasize 
the importance of relations of dependency and interdependency to the development of autonomy 
and well-being. The findings indicate that in their dealings with the welfare bureaucracy 
participants experienced a lack of recognition of their identities as mothers, paid workers and 
competent decision makers. These experiences have negative consequences for self worth, 
relational autonomy and ultimately the well-being of single parent families.  
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Background  
Historically, welfare arrangements in Australia have implicitly recognized the value of parenting 
by requiring no or minimal additional activities to be undertaken. Between 1973, when the 
Commonwealth Supporting Mother’s Benefit was introduced by the Whitlam government, and 
2002 there were no activity requirements attached to single parent income support payments. 
From September 2002 and following the recommendations of the McClure report (McClure, 
2000) a compulsory interview with a personal adviser was introduced for single parents with a 
youngest child 12 years or over. From September 2003 the compulsory interview was extended 
to those with children aged 6-12 years, and those with children aged 13-15 years were required 
to engage in on average six hours a week of approved activities which could include volunteer 
work or study (Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR), 2005a).  
The contractual relationship between single parents on income support and the Australian 
Government changed quite dramatically in July 2006 with the expansion of job search 
requirements from the unemployed to single parents of school aged children. For single parents 
who claim a payment after 1 July 2006 the requirements apply to those with children aged 6 or 
over and for those who claimed their current payment before 1 July 2006 (‘grandfathered’ 
recipients) the new rules do not apply until their youngest child turns 7 years. In brief, the 
requirements include that in return for their payment (with some allowable exemptions) single 
parents must be in paid work of at least 15 hours per week, or searching for paid work of 15 -25 
hours per week. There were some modifications to these rules announced in the 2009 Federal 
budget, including the acceptance of part time study and vocationally oriented voluntary work as 
approved activities and an exemption from requirements over the 2 week Christmas/New Year 
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break (DEEWR, 2009b). In addition to actively seeking work jobseekers have an ongoing 
obligation to participate in ‘mutual obligation’ activities, which are aimed at improving one’s 
chances of gaining work, when required to do so (DEEWR, 2009a). 
Single mothers are now implicitly framed as unemployed if not in paid work when their 
children start school, and this status is underscored by being transferred from Parenting Payment 
Single (PPS) which is paid at ‘pension’ rates to the lower Newstart Allowance (NSA), 
commonly known as the ‘unemployment benefit’ when their youngest child turns eight years. 
This particular aspect of the welfare-to-work changes is not the focus of this paper as the women 
in this study were mostly ‘grandfathered’ recipients and fortunate not to be affected by this rule.  
Nor does this paper explore the experience of training and development activities aimed at 
improving prospects for paid work as the women in this study had almost no experience of these 
programmes. The focus of this paper is on the job search requirements attached to welfare receipt 
for single mothers who are willing and able to engage in paid work 
 
The ‘welfare to work’ measures were publicly justified on the basis that they would lead 
to improved well-being for single parent families. In DEWR’s submission to the Senate inquiry 
on the changes ‘well-being’ is defined in economic as well as psychological terms and is 
considered to be achievable via paid employment:  
 
…parents’ employment is important to enable families to achieve an improved standard 
of living, as well as improving the self-esteem of parents and the future prospects of their 
children (DEWR 2005b: 9).  
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Single parent families are a key target of these policies as they are widely recognized to 
be the most financially disadvantaged family type (ABS 2007; McNamara et al. 2004; Marks 
2007). The reference to self esteem is it seems an indirect reference to the low levels  of 
psychological well-being of single mothers in comparison to the general population (Butterworth  
2003a; Danziger, Kalil & Anderson 2000; Jayakody & Stauffer 2000; Cook, Davis, Smyth, & 
McKenzie, 2009).  The present study aims to shift the policy focus from exploring the well-being 
outcomes of  paid work to exploring the well-being outcomes of the welfare system itself. 
Having to negotiate the welfare system is an integral part of day to day life for low income single 
mothers and yet research into the impact of the welfare system on women’s wellbeing, and how 
individual experiences vary is an area where research is sparse. 
There has been some research in Australia into the impact of welfare to work 
requirements on the experiences of individuals without parenting responsibilities (XXXX,  2008; 
Ziguras, Dufty, & Considine, 2003) and substantial commentary on the punishing nature of the 
new regime (Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), 2005b; McInnes, 2006) but limited 
empirical research so far into the actual experience of single mothers. Because single mothers 
have an ongoing obligation to care for their children their experience of welfare-to-work policies 
is more complex than those of individuals without these additional commitments and warrants a 
separate exploration.  
Some qualitative Australian research exists into the impact of the minimal participation 
requirements that applied to single parents between 2002 and 2006 (Alexander, Baxter, Hughes, 
& Renda, 2005; Blaxland, 2008). Blaxland’s research concluded that “Australians Working 
Together did not dramatically change the daily lives of parents, as they were generally already 
engaged in the kinds of activities it encouraged” (Blaxland, 2008, p.164). And Alexander et al’s. 
(2005) study concluded that “ Overall, the impact of Parenting Payment recipients undertaking 
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agreed activities, both on parents and children, was positive” (p. 12) however they  also 
acknowledged that “many Parenting Payment recipients were already undertaking activities 
before signing the Participation Agreement” (p.57). The obligations of single parents have 
increased substantially and the system has become more punitive making the conclusions of 
these studies of limited relevance in the current context.  
Limited empirical research exist into the impact of single mothers’ experience of the 
stepped up participation requirements associated with welfare-to-work reforms in Australia, with 
some exceptions (Cook, Davis, Smyth, & McKenzie, 2009; Cox & Priest, 2008; Department of 
Education Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR), 2009b). Some recent research  
incorporates accounts of single mothers’ experience of the welfare system within a broader focus 
(Bodsworth, 2010; Saugeres & Hulse, 2010).  
Much more international research exists on this topic and reports high levels of stigma 
experienced by single mothers in punishing ‘workfare’ programmes and varying levels of 
internalization of welfare labels (Herd, Mitchell, & Lightman; Kingfisher & Goldsmith, 2001; 
McCormack, 2004). The extent to which these outcomes are also evident in Australia is a 
question that has received limited research attention.   
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The present paper utilizes the theoretical framework of relational autonomy to explore 
how the well-being of single mothers is influenced by the welfare system in the current policy 
context. The related theoretical framework of ‘recognition’ was utilized to by Blaxland in her 
analysis of the participation requirements for single mothers that were implemented between 
2003 and 2006 (Blaxland 2008);  the analysis in the present study extends this theoretical focus 
by linking recognition to its importance for ‘relational autonomy’ and well-being. 
 
Welfare-to-work policies, autonomy and well-being  
Liberal democratic governments rhetorically uphold the idea that each individual should be given 
maximum autonomy to achieve their own version of well-being; they should be the judge of their 
own best interest with respect to their version of the ‘good life’. Autonomy is often defined to 
stand for ‘self government’ or self-determination. The capacity for reflection of one’s 
motivational structure and the capacity to change it in response to reflection are two basic 
conditions relevant in contemporary accounts of individual autonomy (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 
2000, p.13).  
In this liberal economic view of autonomy, intervention to restrict choice is only justified 
if a person’s choices do undue harm to others and any further intervention is ‘unjustified 
paternalism’ (Mackenzie, 2010). Neo-conservative viewpoints, however, argue that capitalism 
should also embody a set of moral, cultural and religious virtues (Fitzpatrick 2005). This neo-
conservative view is especially visible in the paternalistic approach to welfare policy espoused in 
the 1980s and 1990s by Lawrence Mead in the United States (Mead, 1986, 1997). Mead argued 
in relation to welfare policy practices that ‘like good parenting, case management combines help 
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and hassle” (Mead, 1997, p. 62). “These measures assume that the people concerned need 
assistance but that they also need direction if they are to live constructively” (Mead, 1997, p.2).  
These individualizing views were influential in Australia during the development of the 
2006 welfare-to-work policies. Centrelink, for example, now defines itself as “assisting people to 
become self sufficient” and requires that a recipient “must meet … activity or participation 
requirements to get a payment” and that failure to do so will result in “no show, no pay”. 
Similarly “if you deliberately behave in a way that results in an offer of employment not being 
made” you may receive a penalty (Centrelink, 2010). Morally correct behavior is framed as 
consistent with paid work, ‘reciprocity’ and ultimately financial self sufficiency. This reflects a 
version of autonomy that relates to what feminist critiques call the ‘autonomous man’ of Western 
culture. The ‘autonomous man’ is characterized as a self sufficient, self reliant, self realizing 
individual (Code 1991). Stoljar (2000, p.94) calls these concepts of autonomy ‘old fashioned 
theories of autonomy’ and equated with masculine ideals of substantive independence and self 
sufficiency.   
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Autonomy and well-being: a different conception   
In contrast to this dominant political perspective underpinning welfare-to-work policies 
Mackenzie (Mackenzie, 2010) and other philosophers argue that individualist conceptions of 
autonomy and choice should be rejected in favour of a ‘relational’ understanding of autonomy 
that gives greater emphasis to the importance of the social environment in facilitating a person’s 
capacity to lead a self determining life and greater recognition to the importance of relationships 
of dependence and interdependence. This view is more consistent with feminist understandings 
of what sustains economic and social relations. Mackenzie (2010, p.124) goes further to suggest:  
 
…that relational approaches [to autonomy] highlight the positive obligations of the state 
and social institutions to promote the autonomy of citizens by fostering the social 
conditions for autonomy. This requires an approach to social policy that recognises our 
social responsibilities to share the burden of risk.  
 
Mackenzie and Stoljar (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000) argue that oppressive social relationships 
can shape preferences and impede autonomous agency. Social structures of recognition are 
important for autonomous agency because they promote a positive self conception by fostering 
attitudes such as self worth, self trust and self esteem. Oshana calls a person’s self conception the 
‘ground of autonomy’ (Oshana, 2005, p. 85). The self conception provides a ‘compass for 
finding the direction of action that best comports with what is emotionally, imaginatively, and 
cognitively meaningful to the agent’ (Oshana, 2005, p.85). For instance Ben-Ishai’s analysis of 
the US welfare system concludes that welfare policies in the US are so closely tied to disrespect 
that they are autonomy constraining (Ben-Ishai, 2008, p.164).  
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People who experience that stigmatisation repeatedly internalise negative self-images and 
in turn this impacts on their ability to consider themselves as having a capacity to shape their life 
chances and life choices in the economic and social sphere. Nancy Fraser (1997, p. 15) 
summarizes the connection between economic and cultural injustice when she says: “The result 
is often a vicious circle of cultural and economic subordination”. 
Social recognition is expressed in a variety of ways including cultural images, symbols 
and metaphors which may impact subliminally to reflect social and cultural understandings of an 
agent’s worth (Anderson & Honneth, 2005). Anderson and Honneth give the example of ‘stay at 
home Dad’ and argue that it can be seen as a euphemism for ‘unemployed’ (and for this study a 
better example would be the term ‘Stay at home Mum’) and it becomes hard to view it as 
worthwhile  (Anderson & Honneth, 2005, p.136). Social recognition is also expressed in social 
relationships; one’s relationship to oneself is not “a matter of a solitary ego reflecting on itself, 
but is the result of an ongoing inter-subjective process in which one’s attitude to oneself emerges 
in one’s encounter with others” (Anderson & Honneth, 2005, p.131). Whilst it is psychologically 
possible to sustain a sense of self worth in the face of denigrating attitudes it is harder to do so. 
“Even if one’s efforts to maintain self esteem in the face of denigrating treatment are successful, 
the question of justice is whether the burden is fair” (Anderson & Honneth, 2005, p.131). 
Anderson and Honneth highlight the importance of recognition to autonomy by referring to their 
account as a ‘recognitional model of autonomy’ (Anderson and Honneth 2005, p. 144). The 
following analysis will examine how the conditions for self-worth and respectful social 
recognition are experienced the Australian in the context of post 2006 welfare-to-work changes. 
Recognition as reflected both in single mother’s views of increased compliance, and in the 
context of policy implementation through Centrelink will be considered.   
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Methodology  
Recruitment  
The present paper is concerned with how single mothers’ well-being is influenced by their 
experience of the welfare system.  In order to explore the research question we recruited a 
purposive sample of  single mothers with school aged children who were required to sign an 
‘activity agreement’ with Centrelink (now referred to as an Employment Pathway Plan) and were 
in paid work or looking for paid work. In order to draw out the tensions associated with 
combining motherhood, paid work and welfare requirements we recruited single mothers who 
had substantial care of their children. Twenty of the 21 mothers had more than 80% care of their 
children and only one had 67% care. The sample excluded single fathers.  This is because around 
92% of single parent families are headed by women (ABS 2004) and it was considered that it 
would be difficult to recruit sufficient numbers of men to enable a meaningful thematic analysis.   
Ethical approval from The University of Queensland was obtained before recruitment 
commenced. 
Twenty-one mothers from lower socio-economic areas of Brisbane and one rural 
participant volunteered for the study. Sample size in qualitative usually relies on small numbers 
with the aim of studying in depth and detail (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and typically continues 
until there is no new data forthcoming (Lincoln & Guba 1985). Sample sizes vary but Baum 
(2000) suggests a sample size of 12 -20 when looking for disconfirming evidence or trying to 
achieve maximum variation; in consideration of these factors and with the expectation of some 
attrition by the second interview we ceased recruiting when we had 21 participants.  Participants 
were recruited primarily through community newspaper articles and advertisements after flyers 
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distributed through community agencies, websites and personal networks proved unsuccessful in 
recruiting sufficient numbers of participants.   
Data collection  
A semi-structured interview schedule was utilized to explore participants’ experiences of the 
interaction between the welfare system, paid work, family life and well-being.  The present paper 
focuses on responses concerning questions regarding the experience of the welfare system.  
Semi-structured interviews allow for deeper insights into the perspective of participants as 
opposed to survey data in which the interviewer attempts to mould the communication into a 
standard framework (Neuman 2006).  Participants were asked about their experience of 
Centrelink and employment agencies.  
The study was semi-longitudinal with the first interview occurring in the second half of 
2008 and the second interview 10-12 months later in 2009.  All but one of the participants in this 
study was ‘grandfathered’ (claimed their current payment before 1 July 2006) and so under 
transitional arrangements were not affected by the stepped up activity requirements until after 
July 2007 or when their youngest child turned 7 years, whichever was the later.  Therefore the 
first interview occurred less than one year after the participants were impacted by the changes. 
The intention of the second interview was to obtain thicker descriptions and give participants the 
opportunity to confirm or adjust previous perceptions and to update about any significant 
changes. All but one participant was retained for the second interview. 
 
Sample characteristics 
The participants in the sample had a particularly high rate of employment compared to the single 
mother population in general. At the time of the first interview 18 of the 21 mothers (85%) were 
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in some employment, but in the Brisbane area only about 55% of single mothers with children 
aged 5-14 are employed at a point in time (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2006). Most of 
the mothers had completed a TAFE course or similar and three had completed a university 
degree with two more studying at university part time. In the wider population however, 53% of 
single mothers with children under 15 have no post- school education (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS), 2007).    
Most of the women had extensive histories of  employment with 12 of the 21 women having had 
less than five years in total out of the workforce since having children (with those having only 1 
or 2 children having the shortest breaks). Of those with extended periods out of the workforce 
since having children (ranging between 9 and 27 years), most had returned to the workforce well 
before the imposition of compulsory work requirements on single mothers in July 2006/2007. Of 
the three women who returned to work in the ‘grace’ period between July 2006 and June 2007 
(offered by Centrelink to ‘grandfathered’ Parenting Payment Recipients: those who claimed their 
payment before 1 July 2006) all three stated that they would have returned to employment 
anyway due to their child starting school or due to financial pressures. One participant had not 
been in the workforce for 27 years as she had been raising 7 children and caring for her disabled 
husband who had recently died. This participant had moved onto DSP by the second interview. 
The respondents overall were ultimately a relatively advantaged group in terms of employability, 
albeit in generally low skilled and semi-skilled occupations such as domestic cleaner, retail 
assistant, medical receptionist and teacher’s aide. There were no Indigenous participants or 
women of cultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds in the sample.  
This sample profile reflects a combination of the main recruitment method which relied 
on a certain degree of literacy, as well as the interview methodology which required a level of 
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verbal ability that less confident mothers may have found intimidating, especially given that no 
previous relationship existed between the interviewer and the participants. Efforts to address this 
by recruiting participants via community workers, one of whom sent letters to possible 
participants, were unsuccessful. Therefore, further research with women who face substantial 
barriers to employment would provide clearer insights into the differential consequences of the 
policies for single mothers. 
Analysis 
 A thematic analysis of interview data was employed utilizing the software programme 
NVivo.  The analytical framework used for the coding focused on factors that promote or impede 
self worth and relational autonomy such as social recognition of one’s identity and being given 
options and trust in one’s capacity to choose how to manage competing obligations.   The 
category of ‘well-being and the welfare system’ was further categorized into positive and 
negative influences on well-being and then further coded into a range of sub categories. There 
were a scattering of references to positive experiences and friendly and helpful Centrelink and 
employment services staff but it was the negative experiences of the welfare system that were 
prominent in the accounts of the women. Similar themes were evident in both interviews. These 
themes are explored in the following sections.  
 
Social recognition of single mothers in the context of welfare to work policies  
 
The participants’ viewpoints about the welfare-to-work policies suggest a variety of perspectives 
in relation to welfare-to-work policies. Ten of the 21 mothers indicated agreement with the 
welfare-to-work policies in principle and expressed a variety of supporting rationale consistent 
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with welfare discourse such as reference to ‘taxpayers money’, ‘bludgers’ and the importance of 
modeling a ‘work ethic’ though some qualified their agreement by noting that work needed to be 
available within school hours. The remaining mothers varied in the extent to which they agreed 
with the new requirements. Six of the mothers stated that they felt the age at which the 
requirements commenced should be older, with most indicating later primary or high school as 
appropriate. They felt that in an ideal world a mother should return to work “when the child is 
old enough to take care of themselves” or “later primary, they’re becoming a little bit more 
independent”.   
Three of the mothers emphasized that a ‘blanket’ approach is not appropriate, and individual 
circumstances needed to be given greater emphasis. For instance Madeline whose son was 
developmentally delayed stated “Just because they’re six years old, doesn’t mean they’re all 
going to handle that”. She explained: 
 
I’ve had the experience of being at school with my younger ones in the grade 1 till about 
3 and I’ve seen the faces of the other little kids when their Mums weren’t there for, you 
know, a presentation or sports day. You know some of them get really upset. 
 
Finally, only two women disagreed with the changes on the basis that decisions about work and 
parenting should be the choice of the mother with Patrice stating “I think a mother should be 
able to choose for her child’s wellbeing what is best…it should  not be impressed by the 
government that I have to put my children in care and not be their primary carer for any minute 
of the day” and Josie also using the language of choice: “It should be my choice as to whether I 
choose to be away from my children – not the government”. 
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 The normalization of paid-work is clearly evident in the women’s interviews, but it sits 
alongside the value of parenting to create an opening for what Korteweg (2006, p.121) refers to 
as the construction of a ‘feminized mother-worker citizenship’, that is that these women 
constructed a hybrid identity. However, it was the importance of being a ‘good parent’ that came 
first in their internal moral order. While this hybrid identity had strong resonance among the 
sample there was also an acknowledgment that their ‘good parenting’ identity was not always 
mutually respected in the interactions with Centrelink.  
Some of the mothers accepted that their self-identity may be at odds with the priority given to 
‘worker’ identity in welfare-to-work policy implementation. Some of these women talked about 
this tension by indicating that they held what might be considered an ‘old fashioned’ view: 
 I realise I have old-fashioned views and I enjoy being with my children. I also 
understand that it’s a good thing for people to not be fully dependent on the welfare 
system and that to ease yourself back into part-time is probably a healthy thing in terms 
of being independent and paying for your way in life. To work part-time is probably a 
good thing as your kids get older. (age 40, 3 children, pt employed)  
In the above excerpt, the dependency/independency discourse comes through in the association 
between well-being and work, as does the importance of spending time raising children as they 
transition into adulthood. This expressed moral framework is consistent with dominant social 
norms about parenting and work. In contrast, another parent who had been a ‘stay at home Mum’ 
for 20 years since having her first child at 17 explained that she had re-entered the workforce 6 
weeks previously because of societal change, not because of Centrelink’s requirements: 
 I suppose it comes down to the work ethic. It’s been probably over the last ten years, 
previous to that my belief was Mum stays home and looks after the kids. So for me being 
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on a Parenting Payment back then would have been nothing. I wouldn’t have worried 
about it, because I’m doing my job, and my employer….was Centrelink. They’re paying 
me to look after my children, because that was the job I chose for myself. Time’s changed, 
and now there’s just working mum’s everywhere, so rather than me looking at being a 
Parenting Payment recipient now, I think I’m sort of guilty, because I’m not a working 
Mum. (age 39, 3 children, pt employed) 
An admission of guilt in the last sentence of this excerpt is interesting as it implies that these 
women could not be ‘full subjects’ and welfare recipients at the same time (Korteweg, 2006). 
The non-recognition of parenting as a valued contribution in its own right comes through in the 
statement where this person feels they are going against the prevailing cultural convention 
regarding the gendered nature of citizenship. In Week’s (2000), analysis of feminism and social 
policy in Australia she argues that the ideal citizenship identity for women embedded in much of 
the policies targeting women is one of a hyphenated identity, as ‘worker-parent’. It is this sense 
of dual citizenship that is reflected in both the above quotes, with an increasing emphasis being 
given to the worker part of this subjectivity. The shift being described by the participants in their 
reflections on what has changed echoes what Orloff (2004) has discussed in terms of broader 
welfare reform where the welfare state responsibility is shifted away from its gendered support 
for maternalism and towards a more neo-liberal, purportedly gender neutral, understanding of the 
state to facilitate paid work.  
Stigma and disrespect  
A central element of misrecognition for the women in the study were feelings of stigma and 
being an outsider in interactions with the broader community and in particular with the income 
support agency, Centrelink. One mother mentioned that she did not like to use her pension card 
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in public due to the stigma she felt and another that “I don’t advertise that I’m a single parent on 
a Parenting Payment. I try to present myself more as my own business sort of person” (age 43, 1 
child, pt employed).  
Feelings of stigma were most pronounced when engaging with the welfare system. For 
example one mother explained: “well I’ve always felt like a second class citizen, I’ve always felt 
embarrassed to be there” (age 41, 1 child, ft employed). And another:  “you might put yourself in 
around motivated people, but when you actually walk into that office, you are – I don’t know – 
I’m almost made to feel like a second-class citizen” (age 34, 2 children, pt employed, pt student). 
Others used phrases such as “part of a herd”, “low income scumbag” and “looked down upon” to 
describe how they felt as they engaged with Centrelink and Job Network employment agencies. 
One mother reflected on her experience of job search requirements as they were prescribed by 
her Job Network case manager:  
….she was on my back 24/7 speaking to me like I was an absolute idiot. I just didn’t 
want to go to the appointments anymore. In actual fact, I made a complaint about her I 
would leave the appointments almost in tears. It would basically be that she would only 
consent to me to have training if she felt that that was worthwhile for me, not if it’s 
what it suited who I am and what I should be moving into. (age 39, 1 child, exempted) 
These accounts from mothers indicate that a lack of due recognition for their circumstances was 
received as an insult and harmful to their subjective well-being. The women’s identity as both 
mothers and workers is rendered invisible in these interactions. A reaction to this paternalism is 
reflected in the main recommendation that several of the women made during the course of the 
interview, which was that the system needed to treat people more as ‘individuals’, which implies 
a greater level of respect for the autonomy of these women. It is somewhat ironic that at the same 
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time as the organizational identities of Centrelink and Job Network agencies espouse 
‘personalised service’ in their brochures and websites, the interactions at the ‘street-level’ seem 
to indicate that a process of de-personalisation is taking place.  
 These feelings were intensified when contact with the welfare system and particularly 
when surveillance of job search requirements was longer term. One mother who had had 
intensive experience of job search requirements because she frequently fell under the required 
number of hours in her casual job described the anger and mis-recognition she felt:   
I said ‘I’m not a 20 year old kid sitting at home watching DVD’s and need someone to 
push me off my butt’. It’s an insult the way I’m treated at my age. I’ve already worked a 
lifetime, brought up a family. It’s horrible. It’s degrading, it’s horrible, it makes you 
angry…. 
and later in the interview: 
 ‘I think it’s good for the mums. As soon as the kids are at school, get your arse out and 
get to work…But there’s a way to do that. And be it with women, be it with men, even 
with teenagers, there’s a way to do it. Treat them like cattle and then say, oh well, why 
aren’t you doing anything? Crack the whip. Oh, why aren’t you doing anything? Well, 
geez, I’m sorry. I have feelings. I do have some dignity, some standing and could you just 
treat me like something? Nicer?’ (age 47, 1 child, pt employed) 
Whereas a mother with no job search requirements and a permanent part time job with minimal 
reporting requirements stated: 
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I don’t have any dealings with them, they haven’t - I under estimated my wages last year, 
so I’ve had not dramas with them for owing money, or anything like that, that’s all been 
good this year. (age 48, 1 child, pt employed) 
These comments indicate that many women felt that their identities as individuals with both a 
strong ‘work ethic’ and an ethic of care were not being recognized by the welfare system. 
According to Anderson and Honneth (2005) this lack of recognition diminishes well-being via 
damage to self worth or self esteem. Self worth also forms part of the self concept which grounds 
the capacity for autonomy and well-being (Oshana, 2005). Linked with the insult to identity was 
a strong theme of surveillance and intrusion with statements such as “you may as well give them 
your first born”, “you have to tell them every time you sneeze”, “that was none of their business 
really”, “they’re on your back” and “if someone wanted to see your life…”. A few used stronger 
terms such as “bullied” and “harassed” and described staff as “heavy handed” and “bossy”. A 
couple of mothers noted a difference since the compulsory work requirements were introduced: 
 When it became compulsory, yes, then they decided that they could just call me in at 
the drop of a hat for no reason, and I’d get a letter in the mail saying ‘you have an 
appointment’, blah blah blah on such a day. ‘If you don’t attend, this will be, we’ll 
notify Centrelink who will stop your benefit’, ra ra ra, all the scary stuff. (age 39, 3 
children, pt employed, pt student) 
The disciplinary power of the state comes through in this last quote, where the threat to withdraw 
benefits is made explicit. Less explicit in the above quote is the injury to dignity and self-respect 
that is implied, where the mother is perceived to be an untrustworthy citizen-subject. Both these 
dimensions have the potential to diminish the autonomy and well-being of single parents subject 
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to increased welfare compliance. The effects of these discourses and practices on the ‘target 
population’ can create perverse outcomes, which would seem to run counter to the official policy 
goals of welfare-to-work policies. Many of the women in this study worked very hard at 
maintaining a sense of relational autonomy and self-respect in the face of these practices. The 
question of whether the policies are just is the normative question that must be addressed in the 
final analysis. As Anderson and Honneth argue: “Even if one’s efforts to maintain self esteem in 
the face of denigrating treatment are successful, the question of justice is whether the burden is 
fair” (Anderson & Honneth, 2005, p.131). 
Conclusion  
The paper extends the theoretical literature by linking recognition to relational autonomy in 
analysing the impact of W2W on single mother families. This is important because in most social 
policy analysis of welfare reform, the significance of relational autonomy to well-being is rarely 
acknowledged. This  theoretical framework also challenges the individualistic thinking about the 
costs and benefits of paternalistic welfare reform measures and it positively highlights the 
importance the women place on being both a ‘good mother’ and a paid worker. For nearly all of 
the women, and particularly those who had more intense engagement with Centrelink and Job 
Network agencies, the lack of recognition of their identities as both responsible mothers and paid 
workers was prominent. These experiences of misrecognition/disrespect were also evident in the 
sense of intrusion and control that was widely reported.  
Even though the single mothers in this study were mostly meeting their activity 
requirements, their experience of the welfare system was de-moralising; this was even more 
pronounced for  women who were directly affected by job search requirements at various times.  
What the qualitative analysis of these policy reforms suggests is that the Commonwealth 
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Government should acknowledge that single mothers autonomy and well-being is related not just 
to their employment outcomes but is also dependent on the day-to-day interactions at the local 
level of service delivery and policy practice.   For the women involved in this study the stepped 
up administrative requirements are an unnecessary burden – they get the ‘hassle’, but have little 
sense of the ‘help’ that is stated as being a feature of contemporary welfare reform in Australia. 
It is difficult to see how this mismatch will be addressed until entrenched cultural assumptions 
about single parents are challenged in the public sphere.  
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